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Socio-ethical considerations in the recruitment of volunteers when acquiring 
eggs for stem cell research. 
 
Ken Taylor and Erica Haimes  
 
Introduction. 
This paper presents some initial findings from our socio-ethical evaluation of a unique 
scheme that provides human eggs for somatic cell nuclear transfer (SCNT) research.  
SCNT research has provoked controversy and criticism since its inception, a 
discourse compounded by the Hwang scandal and given further impetus by the 
development of induced pluripotent stem cells.  During this phase a research group in 
Newcastle, UK, has continued work on SCNT.  In late 2007 they obtained licensing 
and funding for a scheme they hoped would reduce the perceived bottle-neck in their 
research, the shortage of human eggs.  The Newcastle ‘egg sharing for research’ 
scheme mirrors the established practice of egg sharing for treatment in offering 
women a half price IVF cycle in exchange for half the eggs in that cycle.   
 
Methods. 
Our qualitative study uses both documentary data and semi-structured interviews with 
women who have been accepted onto the egg sharing scheme, some of whom went on 
to provide eggs for research, others of whom did not.  We have also interviewed 
women who volunteered but were not accepted onto the scheme, as well as women 
who have provided eggs for the treatment of others.  Finally, interviews with fertility 
centre staff will give us insight into the views of those professionally involved in the 
scheme. 
 
We aim to identify the major themes arising from interviews and documents through 
the hermeneutic analysis of transcripts and texts, using constant comparison and 
category building procedures.  This will be followed by category mapping and deviant 
case analysis. 
 
Results. 
We have completed an analysis of the unusual strategy the researchers adopted in 
order to recruit women for the scheme.  The clinic hoped to avoid legitimate ethical 
concerns about directly recruiting women to provide eggs by adopting a ‘passive 
recruitment’ strategy.  That is, the existence of the scheme was drawn to the attention 
of potential volunteers through media coverage (newspapers and radio / television 
programmes) in the hope that women would come forward to volunteer for the 
scheme.  Our analysis had a dual focus; the way in which the media reported the 
scheme and the way in which the media were used to recruit volunteers to provide 
eggs. 
 
Our analysis focused on a series of press releases issued over nine months which 
formed the basis of many stories in the UK media.  This exposure kept the scheme in 
the public domain over the first year of its operation.  In general the stories were 
framed in a similar way to the press releases, although most also included some 
critical voices.  The stories initially focussed on how the scheme could offer a 
reduction in the cost of IVF treatment and later reported positive aspects of the 
scheme, such as the number of women coming forward and the number of successful 
pregnancies.  However, a clear omission from the reporting (and the criticism) was 
the views of women seeking IVF treatment. 
 
Conclusions. 
It is premature to discuss any findings from the interview analysis as this is not yet 
complete.  However, analysis of the media reporting suggests that the researchers 
chose a successful strategy to bring the scheme to the attention of the public they 
wished to recruit from. 
 
In contrast to the findings of previous research, this particular human cloning story 
was not framed only in terms of controversy but was generally reported positively.  
This was achieved by focussing on the women volunteers and minimising attention on 
the research.  Further work on our analysis will help to understand whether the ethical 
concerns about direct recruitment of providers of reproductive tissue to stem cell 
research were adequately addressed by adopting this ‘passive recruitment’ strategy. 
 
 
